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Cordilleran or Puna Buzzard (Hawk) Buteo poecilochrous is restricted to the high
Andes from southern Colombia to northern Argentina and Chile (Fjeldsé & Krabbe
1990). According to Lehmann (1945), it occurs in southern Colombia at
500-2,000 m in the upper Cauca and upper Patia valleys, in the upper tropical and
subtropical zones. Meyer de Schauensee (1964) and Hilty & Brown (1986) also
reported the species from this area at the same altitudes, undoubtedly following
Lehmann (1945). Thiollay (1994) commented on the ‘somewhat confusing situation
in Colombia, where [the] species [is] suspected to be migrant, because no breeding
reported, but populations in Bolivia and Peru reported to be resident all year round,
leaving source of any migrants to Colombia as a mystery’.

Both altitudinal range and distribution in Colombia are somewhat anomalous
compared to elsewhere in its range, where it occurs above 3,000 m on peaks and
cliffs of the cordillera crest and on hillsides and rocky areas in the puna and paramo
(for Ecuador, see Solis & Black 1985 and Coello 1997; Peru, Koepcke 1964 and
Walker 2002; Bolivia, Remsen & Traylor 1989 and Cabot 1991; Chile, Johnson
1965; and Argentina, Narosky & Yzurieta 1987), quite different to the dry inter-
Andean valleys of the Cauca and Patia rivers in southern Colombia.

Erroneous records

Lehmann (1945) cited the species for Colombia on the basis of birds he collected
and observed in Paloverde and Diego Pérez, municipality of El Bordo (02°07°N,
76°59’W), in the Patia Valley, on the Pacific slope of dpto. Cauca, and from a
specimen taken at Pavas (05°16°N, 75°03°W), in the western Cordillera, by Swedish
naturalist Kjell von Sneidern. He based his identification on their supposedly longer
tails and larger size and robustness compared to White-tailed Buzzard (Hawk) Buteo
albicaudatus, and because they preferred steep mountain slopes, despite breeding in
trees. In fact, the geographical range and altitudes assigned to Buteo poecilochous
in Colombia are erroneous as they are based on misidentified specimens, all of
which are B. albicaudatus. However, we confirm that B. poecilochrous is present in
southern Colombia, in areas similar to its known habitat elsewhere, above 3,000 m.
The confusion regarding the identity of the specimens collected by Lehmann and
von Sneidern becomes patent after examining the following birds: ICN 8724,
Instituto de Ciencias Naturales, Universidad Nacional de Colombia, Bogota
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(subadult male, Los Corrales, Patia, Cauca, 900 m, taken by Lehmann,
28 September 1943); NHMUC OKO098E, Museo Historia Natural, Universidad de
Cauca, Popayan (juvenile male taken by Lehmann, but no other details); NMR
568608, Museum of Natural History, Stockholm (dark juvenile male, rio Timbio,
Cauca, 1,100 m, taken by von Sneidern, 20 January 1936); and MHNG 1125.065,
Museum La Ville, Genéve; dark subadult female, Tambo, Charguayaco, Valle del
Cauca, 1,750 m, taken by von Sneidern, 2 November 1957). All are, in fact, B.
albicaudatus, being dark blackish slate above with relatively long pointed wings.
The primaries are rather long compared to the secondaries and noticeably longer
than the tail; and other plumage characteristics and measurements also separate
them (de Vries 1973, Cabot & de Vries 2005). Lehmann (1945) gave the following
characteristics for these birds. Adults dark slate above (and also ventrally in dark
morphs), with a metallic ‘tint’ (however, B. poecilochrous is pale to mid grey above,
with northern birds paler than southern examples from Bolivia, Chile and
Argentina). Adult females have reddish-brown lesser wing-coverts and scapulars
(but, in fact, B. poecilochrous has an extensive uniform reddish-brown mantle,
sometimes extending to the tertials, and subadult males of both species have
reddish-brown backs). Pale-morph adults have the head-, neck- and throat-sides
dark slate grey (actually, in B. poecilochrous these parts are pure white). In dark-
morph subadults (treated by Lehmann as adults) the breast is barred grey-black and
white with hazel tones (both sexes of B. poecilochrous have somewhat reddish-
brown barring or a reddish-brown breast-band and reddish mantle at this age).
Dark-morph juveniles and subadults are blackish with pale whitish areas (but, in
truth, these plumages of B. poecilochrous are brown with cinnamon or buffish
markings). Given the reddish-brown back and grey and white throat, head- and
neck-sides, the plate in Lehmann (1945), purportedly of a pale-morph female B.
poecilochrous, in fact is a B. albicaudatus adult in defintive plumage.

Buteo albicaudatus and B. poecilochrous (and Variable Buzzard [Hawk] B.
polyosoma) exhibit two colour morphs and a process of delayed maturation with
several different age-related plumage types that are similar between species (with
some specific differences) at equivalent ages (Cabot & de Vries 2005). Even without
taking into account subtle individual and geographical variation, their separation is
undoubtedly difficult, especially juveniles and subadults of dark-morph B.
albicaudatus and B. poecilochrous (Cabot & de Vries 2005), which similarities were
also mentioned by Gurney (1879) and have led to B. poecilochrous being attributed
spatial requirements in Colombia very different from those it actually occupies
throughout its range.

Reliable record

The only authentic Colombian record of B. poecilochrous is a fourth-year pale
morph, held in the Instituto de Ciencias Naturales, Bogotd, ICN 12502, from the
region of Alto Chaitan (00°59°N, 77°35W), south of Tuquerres, Narifio, at ¢.3,500 m
(taken 20 December 1961 by Alejandro Jurado). It is uniform white below and grey
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on the back, with the typical dorsal patch of an adult female. The specimen shows
several characteristics of the species (Cabot & de Vries 2003, 2004): obvious dark
barring at the base of the primaries, and on the secondaries, tertials and greater and
median wing-coverts. It also has relatively blunt-tipped primaries, a relatively broad
wing due to the proportionately longer secondaries, and wing-length 458 mm. The
age can be determined by the narrow subterminal black tail-band, and the larger pale
reddish brick patch from the nape through mantle, scapulars to the tertials where in
these feathers is distally dark barred. The back patch reaches the foreneck-sides,
forming a red mark visible from below on both sides of the foreneck. In definitive
plumage the pale-morph adult female has a broader subterminal band, the back
patch is uniformly red brick, and confined to the mantle, and the marks either side
of the lower foreneck are grey. The specimen in question has the characteristic
plumage of the northern (Ecuadorian) population: mid-grey back, back patch
confined to the mantle, median and lesser wing-coverts obviously barred blackish,
and a white trailing edge to the primaries and secondaries. Female B. polyosoma can
be confused with B. poecilochrous, but is always separable by wing-length, with no
overlapping values (Cabot & de Vries 2003). Females of B. polyosoma in several
European and Ecuadorian collections (12 from Ecuadorian and one from the
Colombian Andes) have noticeably shorter wing-length values (mean = 400.11,
S.D.=7.55 mm).

This record offers confirmation that Buteo poecilochrous occupies the same
elevations and habitats throughout its range, being a specialist of high ecosystems.
Of all its congeners it has the lowest wing-loading and its broad wings may facilitate
its hunting behaviour of hovering, in habitats up to 5,000 m where atmospheric
pressure is almost half that at sea level and air temperatures drop to around -10° C
(Mani 1980).
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